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If we fail to see that we live in the same world that 
Homer lived in, then we not only misunderstand Homer; we 
misunderstand ourselves. The past is our definition. We may 
str i ve , w i th good reason , to esc ape it, or to escape what is 
bad in it, but we will escape it only adding something better 
to it. 

If, as I believe, cme of the functions of tradition is 
to convey a sense of our perennial nature and of the 
necesssities and values that are the foundations of our life, 
then it f ol Ic-ws that, without a live tradition, we are 
necessarily the prey of fashion; we have no choice but to 
emulate i n the arts of 'practical men ' of comfner ce and 
i ndustr y whose niode of life is distraction of spi r i t and 
whose livelihood is the c-utdating of fads. 

—Wendell Berry, "The Spec i a 1 i zat - 1 on 
Of Poetry," STANDING BY WORDS 




In r?34 , Athenetim published without a great deal of fanfare 
an unusual book e^nti+led ACHILLES IN VIETNAM: COMBAT TRAUMA AND 
THE UNDOING OF CHARACTER. Its author is an unusual man by the 
name of Johathan Shay who holds both the M.D. and the Fh D. , 
who works for the Boston Department of Veterans Affairs 
Outpatient Clinic as c-. psychiartrist, who teaches at Tufts 
Medical School, who trams staff for the New England Shelter 
for Homeless Veterans, and, finally, who, in his spare tinie, 
comriiuru cates with his fellow classical scholars on the classics 
discussion list on the Internet The cool has already been 
remaindered and, I thirl . can still be purchased from the 
•I:hola-' = Cool s.^elf ratalegue ’'et in its brief shelfli*e, whi :h 
z a. y 5 f'-o re a i: ol, t A r.«e ' i c a r b ooi c-ut i i s h i >■ g p r a c 1 1 c e s t ki a n it d-; e s 

r..ed;c;-ie and education 

'"-.e few .-eriews it recei'.ed gi'-e us s-ime ;-rea of this ;f.c.*;t- 

BEST COPY AVAIUBLE 




Waltar — Achilles in Vietnam 2 



O 

ERIC 



a f a E c i Ti ct t- i n g t« C‘ 0 k ... c« n rii od e r n p 5 '/ c n i a t- r y a nd t- h e 
archetypes of human struggle. And on top of that it says 
something that is directly meaningful to the way many of us 
1 ive our 1 i v^s . Rerriarkable . 

— Robert Olen Bui ter, Pulitzer Prize winner 

shows how war can ruin and persist and writes with love 
and respect' for his patients whose full recovery is still 
uncertain. ACHILLES IN VIETNAM rattles the heart but bestows 
hope . 

— Gloria Emerson; National Book award winner 

** G r ou p 1 c*y alt- y an d s u pp> c* r t- were v 1 1- a 1 t. c< individual'^ i n 
both groups Cat- Troy' and in Vietnarri] , while the major 
difference involved grief work and the image of the enefny . 

This is a profoundly human book and a strong, realistic 
argument against modern warfare."'^ 

— Wrn . Bea t- t-y , i n Book 1 i s t , Ap r i 1 1 , 1994 

^^Shay is eccentric in the best> sense oT that word, and 
his ideas are though t—p rovok ing and frequently insightful. 

— W.D. Ehrhart; in Va Q Rev, Autumn, 

Well, just how eccentri. is C'r . Shay? You'll have to decide 
for yourself. He tells us that "a number of years ago I was 
struck by the similarity of their [the Vietnam veterans] war 
experiences to Homer^s account of Achilles in the .iLIAD. . . . 

The epic gives center stage to bitter e.-cper lenc es that actually 
do arise in war) further. . .Homer has seen things that we in 
psych iar try and psychology have more or less missed. . . . 
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His solution, as explained in his book, was to "present the ILIAD 
as the tragedy of Achilles. I will not glorify Vietnam combat 
veterans Che writes] by linking them to a prestigious 'classic' 

nor attempt to justify study of the ILIAD by making it sexy, 

_i j 1 , _ X > I— I Pi { 1^ p ^ 5 0 Hi d o 0 s n fi 1 ct n 

exciting, modern, or 'r0l0vani. ... r> [_u0ui 

w h a t - 0 V 0 r I w a n t i t. t >o mean. " 

So he "brought Cthe vets' stories] together with the ILIAD 
net to tame, appropriate, or co-opt them but to promote a deeper 
understanding of both, increasing the rt;d‘-,ei = Cdpdcity t_ 
disturbed by the ILIAD rather than softening the blows oT the 
veteran's stories." (xxi) His " claim throughout this book is 
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bringing the two together, Shay found that veterans and 
nonveterans, could also be brought together by means of what is 

called a " c ommuna 1 i c: i ng e;-:per i enc e . " 

Interestingly enough he also found that nothing he found was 
entirely new :.:x i i whi ch is quite the same idea, I believe, we 
uant our students to see as they compare their worlds with the 
worlds of others Experience verifies the text and the text, in 
turn, validates the e-.perience. This relationship between the 
t- npd 0 • p0 r 1 0ric E* , ^ v- n*-'W, 
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consequences of the veterans’ experiences in fighting a war we, 
by and large, do- not want to acknowledge. Shay tells us that 
"healing frorfi traurna depends up-Cin comruunal i-i.at iwn of i.h_ 
trauma— being able safely to tell the story to someone who is 
listening and who can be trusted to retell it truthfully to 
others in the community." '' 4 :> My very lay definition of 
"communal ination" is that it means to take a unique or private 

have it accepted Cor legitimatized) by the larger 
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of the enerny and our understanding of the Greek gods. He points 
out that many tirnes the tensions in our cultui e <=tre due to tht; 
contrasts between the Bible and Greek thought: 

Debased images of the enemy are very old in our 

culture, dating from the Bible. -„-r-,w 

By contrast, the ILIAD emphatically portrays t, .e t^nt^my 

as worthy O'f respect, even honor. (. 10B.> 

A nd : 

As products of a biblical culture, most veterans _ 

.ve to be God lan tu want- 

if our virt-u^s corrie t rurn NOT 

-aningless to a god . ) courage 

, X ^ I Pin-' virtues and our dignity 

IS meaningless to ct gud . . . . uu^ .11 10 *=?= 
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success in being God Cor god-1 ikeO. t‘-*5-ob. 

(The whole point of humanism; afterall; is not to bt^ likti --ht^ 
gods . 
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■•..ogether as a metaphor for terrifying social power, as =.ymbols of 
institutions that acquire + remendous power, such cis ai miws ^nd 
the social institution -af war itself, we can then take Homer's 
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ILIAD'S human leaders, I presume because they persui ,=^l ly 

at r i 5k on the battlefield. 1 54 ) 

In Vietnam men died from the distraction of^higlier 
officers in control of fire support, of helicuptei 
extraction, of resupply, of backup comp^nie^ foi 
reconnaissance patrols, t. IbO.! 

In other words, these men suffered just as the Greeks suffer f rom 
the gods' inconsistency, unreliability, inattentiveness, and 

^ c: Pi P ■{’ i l*~i 1 T '/ 

«_j j. a V 1 cr. L. L- .1. i.-* X U- / . 
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a distinctive therapy of purification, healing, 
reintegration that was undertaken as a whole cummunit/ . .e 
know it as Athenian theater. ...the distinctive chara. ...ei 
r.f Athenian theater came 'rom the requirements of c. 
democratic polity made up entirely of presen-. or form^ 
e.-.ldi^r-. tr, provide communal ization for combat vetei ^n= . 
.:.Th; Athenians communally reintegrated their returning 
warriors in recurring participation in ritUd = . le 

theater. . . .The soldier returning to a = ^ 

some way to restore them.i^ Ca sense of cur.imun ' p,-,uah 

moral principles!. The combat soldier wno has^oeen -^^^h 

betrayal, grief, guilt, and rage comes home ^ 

^^P^rulated that the Athenian theater was the cminunit, s 
principal means of his reception and r eintegr..-itiun in..u v -- 
soc 1 ct 1 sphi0'r0 ‘i\5 .1 1- X -_0i > . 

Shay believes that what is missing to a large degree in uui 
culture is a therapy undertaken by the whole community. He 
believes, however, that such a therapy is avcr.ileble i.. eui 
culture: the the-ap/ of story telling or what we call narrati'-'-e. 

Shay uses much of his book to e:<olain "how narrative heals 
personality changes, how narrati/s enables the survivor to 

rebuild th0 rtiin^ ci character! 
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^'^Narrative can transform involuntary reexperiencing of 
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remember rather than relive and ^ J ' T 1 , 

We must all strive to be a trustworthy eu,d euce 
victims of abuse of power. I like t-o thinK_t.h--__A,_^i.c^ 
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the e-cpert (Lola Brown, "Rendering Literature Accessible, -n 
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community students have with and within the school, thus 
destroying what we are trying to do I humanize the humanities 
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not healers . 

To use Shay's mathodolgy in the classroom, we need to follow 
these three step'Sl 
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chronological presentat ions has shut down or blocked off the 
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of their being the humanities — should emphasize the 
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As Athanasios Moulakis states in his rece'ot book BEYOND 
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